L ow health literacy is a common problem in primary care
that has implications for health and health outcomes.
1,2
Dahlke et al. 3 compared performance on the Mini Mental Status Exam (MMSE) with three common health literacy instruments. The data demonstrated weak correlations (ranging from 0.52 to 0.70) between all three literacy instruments and the MMSE, with scores less than 27 predicting impaired health literacy. The authors conclude that the MMSE and health literacy instruments may be measuring similar latent constructs.
It may not be surprising that worse cognition is correlated with lower literacy. Literacy is a cognitive construct. What is surprising is that this relationship was found at MMSE cut points that are considered relatively normal. Not all components of the MMSE were equally correlated with diminished literacy. Serial subtraction and praxis were the most highly correlated components. Given that numeracy and literacy are often similarly diminished, it may not be surprising that serial subtraction on the MMSE had one of the stronger correlations with literacy. Praxis, difficulty with drawing, is an indication of frontotemporal problems, the area of the brain involved in reading.
The authors suggest that the MMSE may be used as a proxy for identifying diminished literacy. Since the MMSE is no longer freely available, its use for measuring literacy may not be tenable, given the availability of public domain literacy instruments. Clinically, rather than using diminished MMSE scores as a proxy for literacy, perhaps patients with diminished literacy should be evaluated for impaired cognition. It seems likely that literacy and cognition measure similar latent constructs, just as trust and satisfaction are often tightly related. While trust and satisfaction are often highly correlated and have overlapping factors that underlie the meaning of each construct, to patients the differences between the two are real, though subtle. Further research on literacy, numeracy and their relationship with cognition is merited.
